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On April 5, US officials captured and arrested Juan Ramon Matta Ballesteros, a suspect in the
murder of a US Drug Enforcement Administration agent in Mexico. Matta is believed to be a major
international drug trafficker with links to the Medellin cartel. On Tuesday morning, he was seized
in front of his home in Tegucigalpa by Honduran military officers, who later put him on a plane
bound for the Dominican Republic. The US Marshals Service announced that Dominican authorities
placed Matta in the custody of marshals, and that he was to arrive in the US aboard a commercial
flight for New York. US officials said he would be officially arrested when the plane entered US
airspace, and held in custody for arraignment in federal court. US authorities have been actively
seeking Matta for years, and he has proven to be an elusive target. He first became a fugitive from
US charges in 1971, when he escaped from Eglin Air Force base in Florida while serving a threeyear sentence for passport violations. More recently, he has been indicted on drug charges by
federal grand juries in Phoenix, Los Angeles and San Diego. In May 1985, when US officials believed
they were on the verge of bringing Matta to the United States to face federal drug charges, he was
arrested in Colombia. Matta was later jailed, but reportedly escaped by paying a bribe estimated at
$1 million to $2.5 million. Matta then returned to Honduras, where he was also wanted on several
charges, including murder. After a brief time in prison, he was released. Shortly afterward, he
bought a house in Teguicigalpa, where he moved about openly and befriended senior military
officers and politicians. Efforts to bring Matta to justice were intensified with the killing in 1985 of
Enrique Camarena Salazar, a DEA agent working in Mexico. DEA head Joseph Lawn said in 1985
that Matta was one of the four top suspects in the case. Matta has not been indicted in the murder
of Camarena. US officials believe he was one of those who ordered the murder in response to
damaging seizures and arrests arranged by Camarena. Also in 1985, Lawn said Matta was the head
of the Padrino organization, a cocaine smuggling group. Padrino, said Lawn, was moving 60,000
pounds of pure cocaine in the US every year. At the time, the DEA chief added that IRS liens against
Padrino amounted to $26 million. Earlier this year, the US media carried reports on Washington's
concern regarding the involvement of Honduran military officers in the drug trade. Armed forces
chief Gen. Humberto Regalado Hernandez reportedly protested to US officials, arguing that the
military as an institution was not corrupt. US officials then responded that Regalado offer support of
his assertion with concrete action, such as a move against Matta (who is a Honduran citizen). (Basic
data from New York Times, 04/06/88)
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